Christianity Failing in the Middle East 


thetimesinplainenglish.com/christianity-failing-in-the-middle-east/ 


Michel Butros al-Jisri at his home in Idlib, northwestern Syria. Photo Credit: Muhammad Najdat Hij 
Kadour for The New York Times. 


Here is an example of what Christians face in Syria. 


Michel Butros al-Jisri is one of the last Christians in the Syrian city of Idlib. He did not 
attend services on Christmas day. The reason is Islamist rebels control the area. They 
had long since locked up the church. His friends and relatives had died or fled during 
Syria's 10-year civil war. 


The past decade has been brutal. Christians in parts of Syria are now under the control of 
Islamist militants. Christians are subject to the whims of their new rulers. Islamists banned 
Christian religious practices. They seized Christian properties and even singled Christians 
out for death at times. 


Mr. al-Jisri’s family religion is Greek Orthodox. Members of his community worked as 
jewelers, doctors, lawyers, and merchants. His way of life ended after the civil war began 
in Syria. 


Islamist rebels swarmed the city of Idlib in 2015. They pillaged the church library. Most of 
the Christians fled or were on their way out. The new rulers of the city closed the church 
and banned public displays of Christian devotion. Once the Christians were gone, the 
rebels took over their homes and shops. 
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There were about 2.1 million Christians in Syria in 2011. There are now fewer than seven 
hundred thousand. 


Syria was and still is under the rule of the al-Assad family. The civil war in Syria began as 
a popular uprising. It was part of the “Arab Spring.” President Bashar al-Assad did not try 
to make peace with his enemies. He decided to crush them. The result was a catastrophe 
for all. 


Millions left Syria and became refugees. Most headed to Turkey. Today a large population 
of Syrians living there are in limbo. For those still in Syria, life is one of poverty. It is even 
worse for those in Idlib. 
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Thousands of Syrian refugees walk from the Turkish side of the border between Turkey and Syria. 
Photo credit: AP/Lefteris Pitarakis, File. 


Communities across the Middle East and North Africa trace their roots to the early days of 
Christianity. They have been struggling for decades with wars, poverty, and persecution. 
A report in 2019 found that Christians in the Middle East and North Africa had fallen from 
twenty percent to less than 4 percent of the population. 


The report says in the Middle East, “there are forms of persecution ranging from 
discrimination in education, employment to social life. Attacks against Christian 
communities led to an exodus of Christians from this region since the turn of the century.” 


Not that long ago, Christians and Jews and Sunni and Shia Muslims lived side by side in 
the Middle East. Conflict changes the rules. When religious extremists are in charge, 
minorities are in trouble. 
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Source: The New York Times January 23, 2022 
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